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After eight days at sea, Miss Delany was pleased to
see the shoreline of Skilly Island. The lighthouse keeper
identified the St. Louis by its flags and sent word back
to New York that the vessel had made it safely to England.
But England was just a stopover. In 1902, Emma B.
Delany(l871-1922), was on her way to Africa, to the
hornet's nest of Nyasaland (now Malawi), to join fellow
missionaries Mr. and Mrs. L.N. Cheek and John Chilembwe in
bringing the light of the gospel to darkest Africa. While
waiting in London to begin the next leg of her journey
Delany, 31 years of age, spent the night at the China
Inland Mission Home in the company of thirty-five
missionaries returned from China. She was greatly
encouraged by the missionaries who had "given their lives
for their Master in that land where idolatry and sin reign
supreme." She felt the presence of the Holy Spirit while
among them and was spiritually strengthened when they
-1-
prayed "that all her hopes of usefulness in the Lord's
vineyard be realized." 1
The next several days of the voyage were rough
sailing and most of the passengers were seasick between
London and Madeira. There were to be no stops on the 15-
day voyage between Madeira and Capetown. After getting
over her seasickness Delany considered her situation and
wrote that of the 270 passengers she was the only Negro
and only two of the others were going to Africa as
missionaries. She was concerned that "if Africa is to be
redeemed for God and in part retained for the Negroes,
they had better bestir themselves/' for the remaining 267
passengers bound for South Africa were going for the "sole
purpose of oppressing [sic] the natives and taking the
country." Delany was clearly aware of colonial
aspirations on the continent as she listed in her letter
the areas of Africa each European country controlled.
Delany also understood the relationship between freewill
and free labor. This is made evident by her report of an
overheard conversation between two men speaking in French.
Delany was standing at the rail of the ship within sight
and earshot of two men who were discussing her as if she
1 Nyasaland was a British Protectorate. A report in
tne Central Africa Times described it as a "hornet's
nest." This was a reference to the potential for political
unrest; "News from Miss Delany," The Mission Herald
(hereafter MH) , Woman's Edition . April 1902.
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was an
wasn't there. They must have assumed she didn't
understand French. They determined that she
educated black from America on her way to Africa. They
thought it "strange after so many years one of their own
should go back to them." They concluded that there was nc
justification for evangelizing Africans and referred to
Joshua Chap. 9, interpreting it to say that "it was never
intended that the blacks should ever be anything save
'Hewers of wood and drawers of water.'" As far as Delany
could discern their main objection to the evangelization
of Africans was that "where Negro Missionaries are, the
natives must always see the God-man , he always wants more
wages, and is more exacting about his time." After
overhearing this conversation Delany was led to pray for
the spiritual and political salvation of Africa. In her
prayer she used the language of the scriptures to conflate
evil and colonialism by entreating God to "send more of
Africa's children, grand children or great-grand-children
to help save their people from Satan and the cruel mercy
of other nations." When Delany suggested that Africans
"dwell in the land of the shadow of death where the light
has not yet shined" one must ask whether the shadow of
death refers to a spiritual or political phenomenon. 2
ibid. ; Chapter 9 of the book of Joshua discusses
the successful invasion of the Jordan valley by the
Israelites under Joshua's command after their 4 0-year
sojourn in the desert with Moses. The story goes that God
-3-
Historically, the black church has been a primary
agent of sociopolitical change. Although women made up the
majority of church members, historians have focused
largely on the role of men in the church. There has been
even less documentation of black women's missionary
activities. This thesis examines some of the important
contributions of women to the missionary agenda of the
black church. Delany's experiences in Nyasaland, 1902-
1905, will form the core of the thesis. She was supported
in her mission there by the Baptist women of Florida under
the auspices of the Foreign Mission Board of the National
Baptist Convention, USA. Thus much of this thesis will be
taken up with the politics and ideology of Baptist women
and the FMB. it will also examine the ways in which the
Black Baptist Church provided a forum and language for
debate and criticism of Imperialism. Delany was a woman
had promised this land to the Israelites and they were toevict everybody living there. Joshua made a treaty withpeople of Gibeon who claimed to have come from somewhereelse and wished to live in the Jordan valley and worship
God. It turns out they had lived there all along and whenJoshua found out he had been tricked and couldn't break
the treaty without incurring God's wrath he agreed to let
them stay but condemned them to being "hewers of wood and
drawers of water" for the Israelites. Evidently the men
whose conversation Delany overheard believed Africa to be
a kind of promised land for Europeans. In the context of
Joshua 9 the invading whites felt they had every right to
deprive Africans of their land and that in exchange for
being allowed to dwell in their homeland, Africans should
be willing to settle for menial labor; "News from Miss
Delany," The Mission Herald . Women's Edition . April 1902;
Bible, Joshua 9.
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of courage and spiritual inspiration who successfully
countered imperialist, racist and sexist attempts to
disempower her and undermine the impact of her mission.
3
Some of the people who knew of and wrote about Emma
B. Delany have speculated about her activism in the
struggle for racial and gender equality. Willie Mae Hardy
Ashley, a native of Delany 's home town of Fernandina
Beach, Florida, wrote a biography of Delany called Far
From Home which centered on her missionary work. The
preface of this "in house- biography suggests that Delany
"played a significant role in the emerging African
struggle for independence." Ashley's biography provides a
chronology of Delany 's activities in both Nyasaland and
Liberia but makes no attempt to argue or provide direct
evidence for her militancy. Although one could certainly
speculate on this within the context provided by Far From
Home, Ashley chose not to do so. Sylvia Jacobs, who has
written extensively on African-American relations with and
responses to Africa, included a profile of Delany in her
3 Sylvia Jacobs is the only historian who focuses on
the experiences of African American female missionaries to
Africa. She has written "Their 'Special Mission': Afro-
American women as missionaries to the Congo, 1894-1937";
"'Say Africa When You Pray': The Activities of Early Black
Baptist Women Missionaries Among Liberian Women and
Children."; "Afro-American Women Confront the African Way
of Life," all in Black Women in US History . Vol. 3, ed.
Darlene Clark Hine (New York: Carlson Publishing, 1990) ;
and "African-American Women Missionaries and European
Imperialism in Southern Africa, 1880-1920," Women '
s
Studies International Forum . 13:4, 1990, 381-394.
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article, "African-American Women Missionaries and European
imperialism in Southern Africa, 1880-1920." The article
purported to discuss the responses of African-American
women missionaries to European colonization of Africa.
The information on Delany provides little hard evidence
of her politics or opinion regarding colonization but does
suggest that the British who controlled Nyasaland did not
trust African-American missionaries. Jacobs writes that
when Delany was denied reentry into Nyasaland it was
because the "colonialists feared that Africans would
identify with their better educated, politically conscious
brothers and sisters." Jacobs strengthens the possibility
of Delany' s resistance to colonial restrictions in a
footnote in which she cites Wm. J. Harvey, III, Executive
Secretary of the Foreign Mission Board of the National
Baptist Convention, USA (FMB of the NBC) . Based on
Delany' s letters and hearsay, Harvey concluded that she
was quite likely "very militant for her time and could
have encouraged Africans at Chiradzulu to protest their
position in Nyasaland." 4
Willie Mae Hardy Ashley, Far From Home . 1987; Sylvia
Jacobs, The African Nexus: Black American Perspectives on
the European Partitioning of Africa. 1880-1902 (Westport,
Conn, and London: Greenwood Press, 1981) ; "African-
American Women Missionaries and European Imperialism in
Southern Africa, 1880-1920," Women's Studies International





Emma Beard Delany was born in Fernandina, Florida, on
January 17, 1871. Fernandina is located on an island off
the northeast coast of Florida. Emma came from a family
of relative privilege, political awareness, and social
activism. Her father, Daniel Sharpe Delany, served as
Pilot of the Revenue Cutter Boutwell for 30 years. Her
mother, Anna, raised her to respect God. Delany shared her
middle name with her uncle, Henry Beard Delany. Born in
1858, H.B. Delany graduated from St. Augustine College in
North Carolina and became a professor there. He later
became the first black Episcopal bishop in the United
States. He served on a committee that hosted Ulysses S.
Grant's visit to Florida and actively promoted education
for blacks. Emma's sister Anna was a teacher and other
members of Delany's family were lawyers, doctors,
ministers, politicians, and nurses. Though a member of the
First Missionary Baptist Church, Emma went to a Catholic
convent high school, graduating in 1889. The Catholic high
school probably offered the best and possibly the only
education available to young black women. She was true to
her family heritage. She became a well educated and
-7-
politically aware social activist who was highly respected
and honored by her family and community.
5
Emma Beard Delany came of age during the time in
which the ideology and practice of racial segregation, a
new pattern of social engineering, was created and
refined. Her parents' generation had lived through the end
of slavery and the failure of Reconstruction, with its
accompanying disfranchisement of blacks. While growing up
she watched the adults in her family become disillusioned
with political solutions to achieving racial equality and
turn to black economic and moral development and education
as mechanisms of physical and psychic survival.
Black Americans came to believe that "Christianity,
morality, courage, and industry are sure to produce
wealth, and any people who become strong in these
qualities are sure to move upward among men." Delany was a
member of an educated elite who actively rejected the
racist assumptions of segregation. They developed and
expressed a philosophy of self help, solidarity, and
racial pride. 6
Ashley, Far From Home. 9,10,58; Ashley writes that
Emma's father was the only "colored" pilot servicing the
Cumberland Island-Fernandina route. The town of Fernandina
is located on Amelia Island where the Amelia River empties
into the Atlantic Ocean creating a natural harbor.
6 August Meier. Negro Thought in America. 1880-1915 (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1963), 36.
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Black activism was crucial to African American
social, economic, and physical survival in the face of
violently imposed racial segregation. Racial segregation
was created and enforced by power. It was used to
construct a divided thus exploitable society, it was a
chameleon with the ability to appear moderate, even
friendly, it could present itself in a fanatical,
forceful, blatantly racist way or it could wear the guise
of revolutionary cultural nationalism, it was not
undefinable, but was many things at once: "a conscious
policy, a process (by definition never completed), a
system, and an ideology." The ideology of racial
segregation gave white supremacists the means to convince
themselves and others that they were good Christians,
politically democratic, and socially progressive. They
were none of the above. They in fact wielded hegemonic
power which manifested itself in political corruption and
police brutality. 7
In Delany's teen years, the 1880's, race relations in
the US suffered from a kind of schizophrenia exemplified
by paternalistic media accounts of black advancement set
against the backdrop of lynchings and race riots. Southern
moderates were busy creating the myth of the "good Negro."
The "good Negro" did not offend white sensibilities by
7 John W. Cell, The Highest Stage of White Supremacy
(Cambridge University Press, 1982), 15-17, 2-7, 20.
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insisting on social equality. The "good Negro" increased
his usefulness (to whites) through education (in separate
facilities)
.
An article from the Bp^tpn_Post was reprinted
ln the Atlanta Const | tnt i on. it contained a racist
idealization of the influence of the Negro: "with all his
faults, we could hardly spare the negro from our midst,
and trust his usefulness will be increased by education,
though we fear he will be made less interesting and unique
by the process." As the numbers of lynchings increased
throughout the decade, the mainstream press presented them
as appropriate and just revenge meted out to black men for
molesting white women. The press tended to define all
street fights and acts of violence as racial incidents
even when it was clear from its own accounts that the
incidents were not racially motivated. 8
By the time Delany entered Spelman, in 1892, racial
violence had increased in frequency and in scope. These
years were characterized by frequent lynchings and the use
of the term "race war" to describe any public disturbances
involving black and white Americans. Public opinion was
also concerned with the question of suffrage and Negro
domination, further development of black institutions, and
the usual labor fracases, now often highlighted by whites
refusing to work with blacks. The rhetoric of white
8 New Orleans Times Picayune . "Influence of the
Negro," Jul. 13, 1880.
-10-
supremacy got daily coverage. White belief in black/white
social equality was equated with relinquishing one's
liberties. Whites who voted against the Democrats were
suspected of being bought. Promoting black political power




When the members of Delany's family became lawyers,
doctors, ministers, politicians, nurses, and teachers,
they did so in an era of mounting racial tension. Their
decisions to become educated members of the middle class
embroiled them in controversy and struggle and exposed
them to physical risks. Their success required conscious
and active resistance to society's proscriptions to stay
at the bottom. Delany witnessed their struggle and
inherited the social wiles and psychic strength to succeed
in her own struggle to educate herself and utilize her
position in uplifting the race.
As a youngster Emma was "awakened" by a missionary
returned from Africa to the needs of the mission field.
When she accepted Christ as her savior, and at age 13 was
baptized in the Baptist Church, her desire to do this work
increased. Just before leaving as a missionary for Africa
in 1902 Delany wrote an article, "Why I go as a Foreign
Missionary," in which she revealed that she felt called by
9 New Orleans Times Picavnne . 1889-90. The Atlanta
Constitution . 1889-90.
-11-
God to bring the gospel to the "uttermost parts of the
earth." She went to Africa despite friends' disapproval
and the "bitterest protest of a father whose wishes have
always been sacred." she went because she was "commanded
to go." She felt that the power of the Holy Spirit had
made her realize the immense value of every immortal soul
She recognized "that 1000 years have passed since the
command to disciple all nations was given, and three-
fourths of the race are still without hope, without
Christ, and without God." 10
Ashley, Far from Home . 10, 79; Delany, "Why I Go as





SPELMAN COLLEGE AND "UPLIFT"
In 1889 the determined Miss Delany entered Spelman
College to finish her academic studies and receive
training in nursing and missionary work. Spelman College
was an outgrowth of the Atlanta Female Baptist Seminary,
founded in 1881 by Sophia Packard and Harriet Giles, two
northern white Baptists and members of the New England
based Woman's American Baptist Home Mission Society which
was committed to evangelizing freed people, immigrants and
Indians. The Seminary was renamed Spelman Seminary in
1884 in honor of Laura Spelman Rockefeller, wife of robber
baron and oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller, and out of
appreciation for the abolitionist activities of the
Spelman family and the financial largesse bestowed upon
the school by Rockefeller. Packard and Giles were
committed to improving the lives of freedwomen through a
combination of liberal arts, industrial and moral
training. They took a practical approach to educating
black women keeping in mind the kinds of jobs
realistically available to them. Spelman offered training
courses for teachers, nurses and missionaries. Domestic
training was also offered as part of their commitment to
the sustenance of the Cult of True Womanhood. Packard and
Giles believed that the uplift of the black race was tied
-13-
to conditions in their homes. Domestically and .orally
well trained wives and mothers were essential to racial
advancement. The programs at the school were also aimed
at developing a talented tenth, future leaders of the
race. Spelman's leaders believed social advance could be
made by creating industrious and pious women to act as
nurturers and guardians of their families. 11
According to Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Spelman's emphasis
on building moral character reflects its founders'
internalization of racial and sexual stereotypes, remnants
of black women's sexual exploitation under slavery, white
Baptist educators were particularly concerned with the
moral progress of black women and the kind of training
necessary to overcome "inherited tendencies." Blacks were
considered particularly susceptible to intemperance,
promiscuity, and excessive emotionalism during her
religious worship. Northern white missionaries also
sought to suppress both the religious emotionalism of
Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent:
The Women's Movement in the Black Baptist Church. 1880-
192_0 (Harvard Univ. Press, 1993) 30-33; Beverly Guy-
Sheftall, "'Daughters of Sorrow': Attitudes Toward Black
Women: 1880-1920" (Ph.D. diss., Emory University, 1984)
207-214; Before entering Spelman most students had done
domestic and laundry work, farm work and cotton picking.
Spelman was preparing them to work as dressmakers,
homemakers, and nurses, see Guy-Sheftall , "Daughters of
Sorrow," 209-210; for a discussion of the emergence of the
concept of "talented tenth" see August Meier, Negro
Thought in America. 1880-1915 fUniversi ty of Michigan
Press, Ann Arbor, 1963), Chapters 11 and 12.
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untutored black Georgians and unsaved Africans. Evelyn
Brooks Higginbotham writes that
By conforming to the Baptist doctrine tauaht in
Eiss'
50assxssrs
'frr^^'r^ f°lk bSliefs *hat hadiea over from tl e religion of the slaves.
This cultural divide is further evidenced by the use of
"heathenism" to describe the disadvantaged and unsaved of
both Atlanta and Africa. 12
Giles and Packard were accomodationists, never
openly challenging racism but accepting for blacks an
inferior place in American society. Despite this Spelman
managed to produce race-conscious women like Emma B.
Delany, who did not accept notions of black inferiority.
The school's monthly newsletter, the Spelman Mes^r,
provides some clues as to the kinds of influences on
Delaney's pre-egalitarianism. The contents reveal a
tension between white religious conservatism and black
political consciousness, particularly regarding the
definition and practice of uplift. They reveal that
Christianity is indeed a two-edged sword cutting one way
in the interests of the status quo and the other in the
interests of social justice. Delany preferred to
interpret the scriptures in the interests of social
Higginbotham, "The Women's Movement in the Black
Baptist Church, 1880-1920" (Ph.D. diss., Univ. of




justice. Delaney believed that the scripturally inspired
definitions of spiritual equality in Christ sanctioned
social and political racial and gender equality. 13
Black women had much to gain by uplift that was pro-
woman and pro-black. Stereotyped as promiscuous and
relegated to domestic work, black women were vulnerable to
sexual exploitation. Education offered some protection by
preparing them for safer jobs. Learning to act and dress
as a "lady" (middle class) shielded them from sexual
stereotyping. Women in the Sanctified Church were
encouraged to "dress as becometh holiness." in order to
lower their risk of being harassed. Though whites provided
no place on the pedestal for black women, black women did
seek refuge in the ideology of "true womanhood." They did
so not out of conformity to middle class values, but out
of resistance, as a means of personal and social
empowerment. Black women's appropriation of the dominant
cultures notions of "ladyhood" created social space from
which they could participate in the work of racial and
sexual uplift. 14
The Spelman Messenger was edited and published by
E.O. Werden and staffed by students and faculty from
Spelman. Students received hands on training in printing
and were encouraged to submit articles and papers for
publication.
14 Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, " » Together and in Harness'
Women's Traditions in the Sanctified Church," signs:
Journal of Women in Culture and Society , vol, 10, no. 4,
Winter 1985, 685; Patricia A. Schecter, "Lynching and
-16-
Of course simply adopting middle class values could
not offer a black woman full protection against racist
sexual assault, since she couldn't "join her white
sisters in the prison of 'true womanhood' ," she developed
what Darlene Clark Hine refers to as the "culture of
dissemblance." In dissemblance women resist exploitation
by becoming invisible. They create the illusion of
openness but remain an "enigma" which creates for them
sufficient "psychic space' in which to continue the
struggle that is their lives. By keeping their self-
definition a secret they cannot be scrutinized and
assaulted by the dominant culture. With their inner core
in tact women have the resources to participate in
political and social activities. 15
Some within the community of educated black women
dedicated to uplift chose to remain single and childless.
Hine suggests that the more educated these women were the
more responsible they felt for uplifting the race. By
choosing to be single black women gained control over
their sexuality and in "return for their sacrifice of
Anti-lynching: The Ideas and Impact of Ida B. Wells,"
Paper presented at the Ninth Berkshire Conference on the
History of Women, Vasser College, Jun. 11-13, 1993.
15 Darlene Clark Hine, "Rape and the Inner Lives of
Black Women in the Middle West: Preliminary Thoughts on
the Culture of Dissemblance," Signs 14 (Summer 1989), 294.
-17-
sexu.1 expression, the black community gave them respect
and recognition." 16
Uplift has been described by Kevin Gaines as a
masculine ideal, a paternalistic middle class ideology
that defines liberation of the race in terms of black male
domination of the family, m other words, proponents of
this ideology sought what the dominant society denied
them, the status of patriarchal authority and protected
femininity. Uplift ideology reinforced notions of woman's
Place in the home and the dangers of overeducating women.
Women, such as Anna Julia Cooper and Frances Ellen Watkins
Harper, contested this version of uplift. Harper's
writings advocated woman's independence in both the
private and public spheres. Cooper was a strong proponent
of higher education for women. 17
Gaines analysis is also contested by current
historians of the black experience. Higginbotham questions
just how much was really sacrificed at the "alter of
racial unity" and whether marriage and childbirth are
equal to drudgery and inferior social status. She suggests
that historians should also consider the ways in which
10 ibid.. 296.
Kevin Gaines, "De-naturalizing Race and Patriarchy:
The Case of Black Women and Black Middle-Class
'Uplift'Ideology, " Paper presented at the Ninth Berkshire
Conference on the History of Women, Vassar Colleg, Jun,
11-13, 1993.
-18-
black female proponents of uplift were repressive in their
imposition of middle class values on other black women. In
response to the idea that uplift was male centered she
reminds us that uplift was centered in the church where
women dominated. Terborg-Penn supposes that, in general,
black men, because of their own experience with
oppression, are sensitive to other oppressed groups. But
while black men often invoked the rhetoric of equality,
they often "found the acceptance of women in the political
and business aspects of their organizations too radical."
By contrast, Gilkes suggests that a shared sense of
mission unites black men and women. 18
During Emma Delany's tenure at Spelman Seminary from
1889-1896 the content of the Spelman MpSSPnrv was largely
a reflection of Packard's and Giles' socially conservative
and politically accomodationist ideology. But it was
difficult to suppress all oppositional rhetoric when
reporting on the lives and issues that were relevant to
African-Americans living in Jim Crow America. Likewise,
the increasing level of violence in colonized Africa did
18 Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, commentary on Kevin
Gaines at the Ninth Berkshire Conference on the History of
Women, Vassar College, Jun. 11-13, 1993; Rosalyn Terborg-
Penn, "Black Male Perspectives on the Nineteenth Century
Woman," in African-American Woman , eds. Sharon Harley and
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn (Kennikat Press, New York and London,
1978), 29, 34; Cheryl Townsend-Gilkes , "Dual Heroisms and
Double Burdens: Interpreting African-American Women's
Experience and History, Feminist Studies 15, no. 3 (Fall
1989), p. 583.
-19-
not go unmentioned though it was rarely treated to a
political analysis by Spelman educated missionaries. Many
articles written about Africa utilized the familiar
references of "dark continent"
, "land of heathens" and
"seat of Satan", one article entitled "The Dark
Continent" described the horrors of fetishism and demon
worship among the heathen and denounced them as "potent
hindrances to the spread of the gospel." But the author
was hopeful for the salvation of Africans despite the
"natural corruption of their own hearts," this natural
corruption not being "peculiar to Africans," but
presumably the condition of all unsaved people. Another
article, "The Twin Curses of Africa," criticized the Arab
slave trade describing the treatment of the natives - "The
captives are treated almost too terribly for belief. They
are loaded with chains, yet made to bear heavy burdens of
ivory or other goods." The author called upon the
European powers to put a stop to this. The author then
described a "twin evil the mention of which may cause an
American to redden with shame." He is referring to the
great quantities of rum being brought to the Congo to
exchange for valuable Congo products. He is offended by
the fact that ships carrying missionaries also carry rum -
"Which is worse - the Arab who kills and enslaves, or the
American who debauches the bodies and souls of natives for
gain?" He calls for an activist response to these "twin
-20-
curses" by asking his audience: "what are you going to do
about it." m another article, reprinted from Gentleman^
Magazine, the author opined that "Africa will be civilized
one day . .
.
and not for the sole behoof and benefit of the
white nations who now talk so loudly of developing and
exploring it." This writer predicted the rise of a
superior civilization out of Africa as Europe and Asia had
already "contributed their quota to human progress." Asia
had contributed the metaphorical brain by developing
thought and Europe the hand by work. The author felt that
Africa would become the heart of humanity. The motif of
thGSe sPelman Messenger articles was that heathenism and
negative outside influences were Africa's main problem.
The message to Spelman student readers of these articles
is not one of innate African inferiority but rather that
of Africans as capable of great advancement once they are
converted to Christianity, in this context then it
follows that Spelmanites would feel protective of
Africans, wanting to bring them out of bondage, both
physical and spiritual, and wanting to save them from the
curse of alcohol brought to them by white outsiders. 19
"The Dark Continent." SM, March 1889; "The Twin
Curses of Africa," SM, March 1890; "The Future of Africa,"
SM, Jan. 1891; Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (New York,
1959) 124; Darlene Clark Hine, "Rape and the Inner Lives
of Black Women in the Middle West: Preliminary Thoughts on
the Culture of Dissemblance," Signs 14 (Summer 1989), 297.
-21-
While attending Spelman Delany was exposed to the
experiences of Spelman graduates then serving as
missionaries in the Congo. Their letters were printed in
the S^el^n_Mess^ Nora Gordan ^ tQ do missionary
work in the Congo in 1889, the year Delany entered
Spelman. Clara Howard joined her the following year.
Responding to the presence of two Spelman "girls" in the
Congo, a correspondent to the Messenger wrote:
"No longer was it a country of which we had heard and read
in a vague way and with little interest, but a country in
which two of our dear friends lived, whose life and work
seemed but an extension of our own." Spelman affiliated
missionaries sent two Congolese girls to the United States
to be educated at Spelman. Their names were Lena Clark
and Maggie Rattray; they were classmates of Delany. Given
Delany 's commitment to becoming a missionary it is very
likely that she became well acquainted with her Congolese
classmates. Lena Clark was the adopted daughter of a
Scottish missionary. She had probably been orphaned, as
it was common practice for missionaries to adopt orphaned
or abandoned children. Maggie Rattray was a slave. Mr.
Clark, Lena's guardian, had purchased her freedom.
Spelman 's Congo Mission Circle was an organization devoted
to raising funds to support missionary work in the Congo.
The Spelman students felt pride and accomplishment in
having the Congolese students among them, for most had
-22-
participated in raising funds for the support and training
of Congolese youth. m June 1893 the Congo Mission circle
was supporting two African students of Gordan and Howard.
The Circle passed a motion asking its members to deny
themselves something worth a nickel and contribute that
savings to this endeavor. The girls gave up things like
fresh fruit or sugar in their coffee, thus increasing the
"fond tie between Spelman and the Congo [that] shows the
natural union between our home and foreign missions.""
Nora Gordan 's letters back to Spelman contain
valuable information regarding conditions in the Congo.
Gordan 's letters are particularly rich with cultural
description and exasperation with the unfathomable actions
of the natives. Her letters also related political
difficulties between the colonial administration of the
Congo Free State and Africans. When writing of political
things Gordan 's tone is relatively neutral, appearing not
to take sides with either the colonial government or the
natives. Occasionally though her disdain for the
colonizers breaks through this facade. Both Gordan 's and
Howard's letters back to Spelman contain some criticism of
the colonial government. This is quite remarkable and
probably reveals only the tip of the iceberg regarding how
they felt about colonial policy. This speculation is
"Spelman and the Congo," SM, June 1893
-23-
based on the fact that the ^ij^U^essen^ contained
very little political material since Spelman itself was a
very conservative institution still under the influence of
Northern white Baptists and Rockefeller money. Further
evidence of official reluctance to take a stand against
colonial policy in Africa rests in Spelman's censoring of
Emma B. Delany's letter of January 1902. This is the
letter described at the beginning of this paper in which
Delany is critical of those who go to Africa to exploit
and oppress the people. The letter appears in both the
Spelman MossPnqPr and the Mission Hpt-.-m organ of tne
Foreign Mission Board of the National Baptist Convention,
USA. The Spelman version did contain Delany's criticism
of colonial exploitation but not her assessment of the two
Frenchmen's conversation in which she determined that
their objection to missionaries was that they informed the
Africans that their labor had value and that they had a
right to adequate compensation. it is possible of course
that Delany sent Spelman an edited version of the letter
she sent to the Mission Herald which in itself would
indicate Delany's sensitivity to what Spelman considered
politically appropriate news. 21
Emma B. Delany's article, "Why I Go as a Foreign
Missionary" appears in both SM, Feb. 1902 and MH. Woman's
Edition, April 1902; Gordan and Howard routinely refer to




What kind of information was available to Delany in
the correspondence of Nora A. Gordan and Clara A. Howard?
in Gordan's article appearing on the front page of the May
1895 Messenger entitled "Some Characteristics of the
Heathen" Delany would have learned that the "Congo native
is proud and independent" and that despite his ignorance
does not consider foreigners superior but only different,
"as a foreigner with foreign customs." The Congolese were
described as intelligent and determined students but not
unquestioning ones, as they often challenged Gordan's
world view. Gordan also reports that the Congolese
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these officers in the night and fromheir hiding places, with only native weapons, bowsand arrows, and war hatchets, they cannot stand againstthe Belgians in open fights. y
In the light of the above paragraph one would expect an
explicit condemnation from Gordan of Belgian activities,
but it is not forthcoming. Instead she ends her article
with: "the Congo missionary's work is two fold. He must
civilize, as well as christianize, the people." No talk
here of civilizing the Belgians! 22
22
1895.
"Some Characteristics of the Heathen," SM, May
in January 1890 Nora Gordan was stationed in
Mpalabala in the Southwest Congo while her colleague Clara
Howard was in nearby Lukunu. Gordan's letters reveal much
concerning the unrest in the area due to Congolese
resistance to Belgian exploitation, m her letter,
appearing in the January 1890 Spelman mp,,^ Gordan
describes missionary relations with her nemesis, King
Noso. she calls for prayer so that the outpouring of the
Holy spirit might remove Noso as an obstruction to the
work, she doesn't want him to die however, but to be
converted and saved. Much of the criticism directed at
European activities in Africa by missionaries is
associated with the colonizers' total disregard for
missionary support of temperance. Gordan's complaint
against Noso is also one against the Dutch. She reports
that in Noso's district (thus with his compliance), there
is a large graveyard and "every grave is decorated with
gin bottles, jugs, and so forth, bearing the initials of a
Dutch company." she laments "what a record the Dutch
people have made in Congo! Sad, sad indeed it is to see
what Christian lands are doing for these poor people!" By
August 1890, Gordan has completely lost patience with
Noso, saying that "he is a tyrant and opposes everything
that is good." Gordan disapproves of Noso because he
resists conversion and insists on living by traditional
social and cultural mores. This causes problems for the
converts and creates uncomfortable situations for them
with the state. The state has difficulty distinguishing
"good natives" (converts) from "bad natives", so while
Gordan is somewhat critical of the state she recognizes
how it can be useful to her work. She approves when the
King's brother disobeys Noso's direct order to pay for a
funeral and goes over his head to colonial administrators
for protection. Gordan suggests that the brother
recognizes that "Noso is only a figurehead as compared to
the state." she also reports that the state would like to
imprison Noso for his interference with state caravans and
poor treatment of the missionaries, but the state cannot
catch him. Noso doesn't like the missionaries because
they "protected those whose lives he sought." "Despite
his wickedness and hindrance to the work," Gordan claims
that the missionaries would feel badly if he was taken
prisoner as they would rather see him saved. 23
Clara Howard also witnessed the tension between "the
natives and the white man." Writing from Lukungo in
December 1893 she reports that she and her companions
could not safely make a journey to Ngombi because "the
natives were in arms and no white man (state) could pass,
and that we would not be safe up there." She proceeds to
Letter from Nora A. Gordon, 1 Oct. 1889, published
in SM, Jan. 1890; letter from Gordon, 30 Aug. 1890,
published in SM, Dec. 1890.
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describe the troop movements in the area preparing to head
off a » native rising" which ends up being avoided when
the state agrees to -pay eighty pieces of cloth ($25.60)
on a man's book (contract, who was in their employ and
whom they (government soldiers, killed." But all is not
peaceful as there is other fighting going on at Quilu
station and converts are being caught up in it. Howard
reports that a number of converts have died and one of
their workers (evangelists,, Ludita, is in prison. Howard
provides no evidence regarding Ludita 's arrest, whether he
participated in resistance, was picked up for missionary
activity, or just happened to be in the wrong place at the
wrong time. Although Gordan does not criticize the state
for Ludita's arrest, given her acute powers of political
observation, she probably recognized the contradictions
in her relationship with both the state and the people. 2"
By 1895 the political situation in Congo had
deteriorated. Gordan reports from her new assignment in
Stanley Pool that there are few people left in the area to
be evangelized as they have been driven away by state
officials who burned their houses down. They fled across
the river to the French Congo where Protestants are not
allowed to preach to the people. The same year Lena
2 4 Letter from Clara Howard, 22 Dec. 1893, published
in SM, April 1894.
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Clark, the Spelman educated Congolese girl, who has been
assigned to aordan's old station at Mpalabala, „rites that
••Palabala is so much changed now. it has almost gone to
nothing. The church has been disbanded, all the
professing Christians going back to their old ways again."
Apparently much of the land was occupied by plantations
growing -bananas, plantains, pine-apples, mangoes, coffee
[protected by] soldiers there ready for anything that may
happen." According to Howard the state planned to turn
the old mission station into a coffee plantation at which
time she predicts "the people will desert Palabala
for the state people and the natives cannot live peaceably
together and the weaker must give up to the stronger." By
March 1896 Clark is writing from yet another location,
Ikoko, which is also in the Belgian Congo. This area too
has been disrupted by war as Clark mentions that her
station cares for twenty-four little girls, some of whom
had "been taken captives in war by the state." Clark
reports that the work is encouraging there and that "the
people were cannibals; but they are very friendly to the
missionaries." The presence of the state is again brought
up when Clark sympathizes with the Ikoko people who "have





in Esd^abbe^ E.D. Morel exposes the abuses of King
Leopold in the Congo. Before the birth of the Congo Free
State in 1885, the various European powers traded
extensively with the people of the Congo, In 1891, Leopold
changed the rules, making it illegal for the people to
sell ivory and rubber to European merchants. He declared
that » everything in the country belonged to the 'state';
the land and the produce thereof." After appropriating
Central Africa, Leopold stimulated the rubber trade by
instituting a bonus system, of which it was said: -A more
direct incentive to robbery and violence was never
penned.... for the less the native got for his rubber and
ivory, the larger the official's commission." The
spelman missionaries were witnessing and responding to
societal disruption brought on by Leopold's decrees. The
villages were forced to pay heavy taxes in rubber or ivory
or face the violence of Leopold's mercenaries. This
violence was depopulating the country. Atrocities against
the Ikoko people were reported by Joseph Clark of the
American Baptist Missionary Union. He reported unwarranted
violence against women and children, and shootings and




letter from Lena Clark, 19 Sep. 1895, published
"VfU. Feb. 1896; letter from Clark published in SM, March
1 8 9 6 •
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area.
dismemberments, which forced the ikoko to flee the
in six years, from 1893-1899, ikoko's population dropped
from 6000 to 600 and those left in the village were
reported to be malnourished. 26
Gordan, Howard and Clark believed that the violence
and disruption associated with corrupt colonial rule
jeopardized the success of the evangelizing mission. For
them heathenism was the main enemy in Africa and most of
their paternalistic intolerance was limited to criticisms
of heathenism as an ideology and its negative effects on
the poor unfortunates who bought into it. Despite their
abhorrence of heathen rituals and traditions that they
didn't understand and in which they saw the hand of Satan
these women actually revealed that they had a great deal
of respect and admiration for things African. Lena Clark
grew to love the native singing and drumming and also, as
mentioned above, was able to describe cannibals as
friendly. She also found it inoffensive, even amusing, to
be left with a smudge of the red paint used by Ikoko women
when they bumped against her. She thought it endearing
when the missionaries were given "native names" by the
Ikoko who had difficulty pronouncing English. Clark,
remember, was born in the Congo, but she was highly
assimilated to western ways, having been exposed to
26 Red Rubber, E.D. Morel (Negro University Press, New
York, 1906) , 21-55.
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missionary training at a young age then adopted by a
missionary who sent her to Scotland, London, and Spelman
to finish her education. Nora Gordan happily anticipated
an upcoming transfer to a town where she would "have to
speak, sing, and pray in the people's own language." she
looked forward to improving her grasp of the language and
learning more about "the manners and customs of the
people." Clara Howard had responsibility for
approximately two dozen children at Lukungo. Her written
accounts of the children are replete with affectionate and
motherly descriptions of their antics, talents,
attractiveness, foibles and cleverness. 27
These accounts of missionary life in Africa provided
Emma Delany with political, social and cultural
information. The accounts depict Africa and Africans as
vulnerable to two things: heathenism and European
exploitation. As a seminary student reading these
accounts Delany must have speculated on what lay ahead for
her in the missionary field. To what extent might she
have believed that Africans needed to be saved from the
clutches of both Satan and Europe? Given her class,
racial, and educational background, she would have
mediated the political information on the vicissitudes of
27 Letter from Clark published in SM, March 1896;
letter from Gordan, 30 Aug. 1890, published in SM, Dec.
1890; "Miss Howard's Lukungu Children," SM, Jan. 1896.
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African colonial relations into a personal world view that
contained a code of resistance highlighted by cross-
cultural interracial solidarity. This form of
consciousness was an early example of that described by
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn in "Discontented Black Feminists."
Penn suggests that between World Wars I and II, middle-
class black women reformers were more concerned with
uplift of the race both home and abroad than with other
issues that white feminists promoted. Delany considered
Africans to be cultured, intelligent, and proud human
beings who only needed to accept Jesus Christ to realize
their full potential. And how could she resist the appeal
of Miss Howard's Lukungo children or take lightly the
remarkable work of assimilation achieved by Lena Clark?
Delaney's years at Spelman worked to strengthen her
resolve to do the work of the Lord in Africa while at the
same time politicizing her with information regarding the
inequities of colonial rule. 28
Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, "Discontented Black
Feminists: Prelude and Postscript to the Passage of the
Nineteenth Amendment," in Decades of Discontent : The




BLACK BAPTIST WOMEN AND THE FMB
Delany 's intellectual development was further
informed by her association, beginning in 1902, with the
Foreign Mission Board of the National Baptist Convention,
U.S.A. which sponsored her work in Nyasaland. Within the
context of the FMB Delany was exposed to two strongly
influential personalities: Nannie H. Burroughs,
corresponding secretary of the Woman's Department of the
Mission Herald 1901-1909, and L.G. Jordan, corresponding
secretary of the FMB of the NBC, U.S.A. Nannie Burroughs'
potential to influence Delany was grounded in a larger
sociological and political phenomenon, that of the
emerging black Baptist women's movement.
By 1900 the Black Baptist Church had a membership of
over two million. The post-Civil War church disempowered
women through separate seating arrangements,
discriminatory access to business and policy decision-
making, and by conservative adherence to Paul's
admonition for "women to be silent in the churches." But
black Baptist women challenged these proscriptions, and by
the 1890 's were creating political space for themselves
within black Baptist organizations. In Righteous
Discontent. Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham argues that black
Baptist women developed scriptural precedents for
-34-
expanding women's rights by modeling the past practice of
African-American ^interpretation of scripture to
undermine racism., where Black Americans had
traditionally quoted the scripture "neither bond nor free
in Christ Jesus," Black Baptist women tacitly reminded
their brethren that the complete phrase read "neither bond
nor free, neither male nor female in Christ Jesus."
Higginbotham suggests that black Baptist women had a
"Feminist Theology." 29
This insinuation of the linkage of the spiritual and
the political was not newly emergent but had deep roots in
the African-American experience. it had always been the
tactic of African-Americans to conflate the personal and
the political. Higginbotham points out that "the public
discourse of church leaders and members, both male and
female, had historically linked social regeneration, ... I
to spiritual regeneration." Black Baptist women took the
non-racist interpretation of the Christian tenet of
"equality in Christ" a step further by claiming a
nonsexist interpretation as well. 30
This appropriation of scripture in the interests of
female empowerment had precedent. For one of many
examples, early 19th-century black female notables such as
Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent . 93.
Ibid . 121.
Sojourner Truth and Maria Stewart had also harnessed the
scriptures to legitimize the struggle for racial and
sexual equality. The Black Baptist Church had its share
of strong and vocal women who were committed to female
equality within and without the church and they had a
special relationship with the FMB of the NBC.
in the last decade of the 19th century Baptist women
began to call for a separate convention within the larger
Baptist organization. Their leadership questioned the
ability of the male-dominated National Baptist convention
to represent their interests. These women looked to the
Bible for examples of strong female leadership and invoked
biblical female activists as precedents for their own
aspirations in the public political arena. The Cult of
True Womanhood doctrine of women as moral guardians was
also turned to their advantage; they harnessed it to
biblical notions of motherhood and developed an image of
women as responsible for the redemption of humanity. Not
only did women give birth to redeemers like as Moses,
Samson and Jesus, but they were also responsible for their
moral development. Baptist women were particularly able
sanctioners of female intellectual activity. Consider the
writings of Mary Cook, an outspoken Baptist leader. Cook
believed that Jesus' encounter at the well "set a new
standard for encouraging woman's intellect ... permitting
'her to do good for mankind and the advancement of His
cause.- Nannie Burroughs claimed that the "passion for
knowledge existed in Eden. Eve had it." She insisted
that Eve would not have risked Eden for something
frivolous; "she wanted to know more about the great author
of her existence ... so in the fall, women fell toward
heaven." Burroughs imbues Eve with pure motives, the
proof being in God's granting her the privilege of bearing
the redeemer. Eve's desire to "know good from evil became
the ruling passion in [women's] souls." Further evidence
of Burroughs' emphasis on intellectual development is
provided by a column highlighting the greatest
achievements of the century in which Burroughs situates
women's higher education amongst discoveries in medical
science, practical applications of electricity and new
interests in sociology. The sexist sting of the Pauline
epistles was soothed by Baptist women's highlighting of
women who assisted Paul in his work. The difficult
passage regarding women remaining silent in church was
stripped of its hierarchical influence by an
interpretation that limited its relevance to, in Mary
Cook's words, "a few Grecian and Asiatic women who were
wholly given up to idolatry and to the fashion of the
day." Turn of the century black feminist theology did not
successfully overturn male domination of the pulpit or
church leadership, but it did create space in which women
were able to organize their own conventions and promote
causes important to voaen. Their organizations empowered
then by providing experience in the publio sphere with
collecting money and people. 31
in 1895 the three major Baptist conventions merged to
form the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. At the
first meeting of this convention women called for a
separate convention. The delegates approved and the
Woman's National Baptist Convention was created. The
following year "the brethren" voted to eliminate the
convention but allowed women to hold positions in the NBC.
The women continued to agitate for a separate convention,
lobbying for support amongst the male leadership of the
NBC. Two of their strongest allies were officers of the
Foreign Mission Board, Lewis G. Jordan and Charles H.
Parrish. At the September 1900 annual meeting of the NBC
Jordan recommended the formation of a separate woman's
convention; Parrish seconded it and the motion passed.
Jordan then offered the new organization space in the
FMB's newsletter, the Mission Herald . The Woman's
Convention was instrumental in raising funds to send Emma
Ibid., Chapter 5, 123; Nannie H. Burroughs, "Why
Women Sin," MH, March 1905; Mary Cook quoted in
Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent
, 132; Two ways to
obtain power are to collect money or people; In John 4
Jesus encounters a Samaritan woman at a well. Defying
social and religious custom , He shares a cup of water
with her and engages her in conversation about the
Messiah. Cook interpreted this event as precedent setting.
Jesus valued women's intellect, legitimizing their
intellectual development.
-38-
Delany to Africa and they continued to support her work
while she was there. The convention elected Nannie Helen
Burroughs as its corresponding secretary. The
Department of the Mission Herald became her project. 32
Nannie Burroughs was a dynamic leader and a powerful
role model. As a leader of a convention that represented
nearly one million black Baptist women, she contributed to
establishing an organization that in Higginbotham's words
"constituted the financial backbone of the national
convention." Delany corresponded with both Burroughs and
the Woman's Convention regarding her activities in the
mission field, when she needed supplies for her work the
women back in the States responded. In 1902 they funded
the building of a badly needed mission station, in August
1901 Burroughs reported in a letter to her "dear sisters"
appearing in the "Woman's Department" of the Mission
Herald that the Woman's Convention had raised more money
in less than one year than had been reported by any "Negro
Woman's organization since the world began." She thanked
God for the victory and praised the "Negro Baptist women"
for their generosity and zeal and the Baptist men for
giving them a chance to prove themselves. Under Nannie
Burroughs' direction, the "Woman's Department" section of
32 The three Baptist Conventions were the National
Baptist Foreign Mission Convention, American National
Baptist Convention, and National Baptist Educational
Convention; Higginbotham, Righteous Discontent
, 154, 156.
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the Missian.^ becane an organ . zat . onal and propaganda
tool for the Woman's Convention's politioal and social
agenda. Before the convention was a year old Burroughs
»as deploying the columns of the newsletter to remind
women of their financial obligation to the convention and
calling for collections of funds to meet special needs.
The women's pages of the Hjssjop HPra1 d became a vehicle
for the diffusion of uplift ideology and the promotion of
women's empowerment. 33
As corresponding secretary of the Woman's Convention,
Burroughs wrote voluminously in the women's pages of the
M exhorting the sisters to moral and social uplift and
missionary work. The woman's department usually contained
a lengthy editorial along with appeals for contributions
to mission work. Women were urged to fully participate in
social and political activism. Burroughs was particularly
vigilant in her insistence on acceptable behavior and
dress. She called the "love of dress [which is] uppermost
in the minds of so many young people ... one of the
greatest evils of the present age." She held mothers
responsible for instilling in their daughters a proper
"sense of the fitness of things." One's manner of dress
indicated one's character and people should dress well but
not above their means, though "poor people can't afford to
33 Ibid., 158-191; Woman's Department MH (hereafter
WDJffl) , Aug. 1901
~~
buy cheap things." For Burroughs dressing well did not
mean dressing expensively, it meant dressing
appropriately, modestly and cleanly. if one was poor it
was better to buy one moderately priced or expensive
garment that would last than to buy 2 or 3 cheap garments
that would disentegrate. Girls who were "dress mad" would
tend to buy cheaper more flamboyant clothes thus wasting
money on inappropriate garments that wouldn't hold up.
Going "dress mad" exposed girls to many dangers. Some,
Burroughs reported, actually leave school early to get a
job to buy clothes thus replacing the light of God with
the love of dress. Here Burroughs is conflating the love
of God with the importance of education. The love of
dress was also blamed for preventing girls from laboring
in the mission field. Dress was a major cultural marker
in the mission field, indicating conversion and
assimilation to Western values. Emma Delany was in full
accord with Burroughs on the importance of dress as is
evidenced in a photo appearing with Burroughs' "Don't Go
Dress Mad" column of February 1905. The photo shows a
three year old African child in western style shorts and
is captioned, "One of Miss Delany 's little full dress
kids." 34
34 WDMH, Dec. 1903; WDMH . Feb. 1905
-41-
For Burroughs, education was the surest path to self
and racial uplift. Burroughs believed education meant
opportunity and ignorance was criminal. She promoted equal
educational opportunities for boys and girls. Industrial
education should provided training in "construction,
invention, and domestic economy" without "abandoning
academic subjects." For Burroughs it was the combination
of industrial and academic training that produced students
best prepared to deal with the world. 35
Burroughs' was outspoken in her responses to social
and political issues, she advocated resistance to
oppression. she looked forward to the day when blacks
would "rise up to protect [themselves]" and recognized the
importance of black leadership's role in "[arousing] the
masses" of common people, she was extremely critical of
white missionaries in Africa "who are opposed to the
native indeed to any Negro lead in a Missionary endeavor.
From what book or source does the white man secure his
prerogative to top out the Negro in his effort to help
himself?" she cited the hypocrisy and racism of white
missionaries who require their black parishioners to enter
the church by the back door as evidence that few white men
were true believers in "the Fatherhood of God and the
Evelyn Brooks Barnett, "Nannie Burroughs and the
Education of Black Women," in Afro-American Woman . Sharon
Harley and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, eds. (New York and
London, 1978) 107.
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Motherhood of man." she accused white missionaries Qf
loving money and influence more than the souls of black
people because they contributed to colonial efforts to
deny blacks the pulpit, she reminded her readers that
"God has made of one blood all nations." There was no
question in Burroughs' mind that white missionaries were
complicit with the South African government in jailing
native missionaries caught "preaching without a pass."
She was quick to point out that "this pass matter occurs
under the British flag." The British were not the only
colonial power disapproved of by the women's pages. In
December 1904 and January 1905 when the Mission ran
stories on atrocities in the Congo the Woman's Department
published photos of the victims of King Leopold's
profitable rubber industry. The December 1904 issue
depicted a little boy, no older than ten, standing, his
left hand missing. The January 1905 photo was more
graphic, showing a man sitting beside a dismembered hand
and foot. The caption reads "a grief stricken father who
weeps over the dismembered hands of his child in the
Congo." As the decade progressed the Mission Herald
devoted increasing amounts of space to conditions in the
-43-
Congo and joined with other African-American activists in
calling for United states intervention there. 3«
The turn of the century national and international
political climate inspired Burroughs to rally black
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Burroughs reassured the women of their capabilities for
God had "endowed them with divine power that they may be
useful" and fully committed to the task at hand. If Emma
Delany had any doubts about her decision to go to Africa
or her capabilities as a missionary she had only to look
to black Baptist female leadership to be reassured. They
WD£ffl, Jan. 1904; WDMH . Dec. 1904; WDMH, Jan. 1905;
In the interests of legitimizing her political position,
Burrough's revises history. She portrays Luther as leading
a peasant uprising. He was actually appalled at the
violence that he had inspired.
-44-
provided physical
, social> poUtical spirituai
for her work. They provided a passionate critique of
racism that was easily superimposed on conditions in
Africa. And most importantly, they provided the ultimate
rationalization for female activism; it was God's win. 37
7 WDMH, Dec. 1903
CHAPTER V
NYASALAND
After graduating from Spelman in 1896 Delany became a
member of the faculty of Florida Institute, m June of
19 <>° the Spelman MPssPn^r reported that she had received
the endorsement of Florida Baptists' state Convention to
go as a missionary to Africa. The Foreign Mission Board
evidently agreed with the State Convention's assessment of
Delany as a "highly accomplished Christian woman, " for
they gave her an appointment as a missionary and she set
sail for Africa in January 1902. She was to join Landon
N. Cheek and John Chilembwe in Chiradzulu, Nyasaland, part
of British Central Africa.Her association with Cheek and
Chilembwe reinforced her own criticisms of colonial rule
for they both had strong anti-colonial opinions. 38
Cheek was the first African-American to be posted in
Nyasaland, arriving in April 1901. He joined John
Chilembwe, an African who had been educated in the United
States and was supported in his work by the FMB of the
NBC. Chilembwe "came to the Lord" under the tutelage of
Joseph Booth, an Englishman and religious radical who was
a supporter of "Ethiopianism" and preacher of "Africa for
Africans." In 1892 Chilembwe became Booth's cook,
38 SM, June 1900.
converted to Christianity, learned ^^ ^
Booth's interpreter. In 1897 Booth took chilembwe ^ ^
Unxted States where he handed hi, over to the care of Dr
Lewis Garnett Jordan, then head of the Negro National
Baptist Convention. Jordan befriended and mentored
Chilembwe, sending him to be educated at the Virginia
Theological Seminary and College at Lynchburg. Supported
by the FMB of the NBC, Chilembwe returned to Nyasaland in
1900 and began to build the church and schoolhouse of the
Providence Industrial Mission (P.I.M.). chilembwe
reported to the FMB on Cheek's safe arrival and hearty
welcome at the mission station. cheek's arrival did not
go unnoticed by the colonial government. An article
appearing in the Centra! ^ClSM Xiffifia was quoted in the
Mission Hera Tel
, reporting the arrival of an "American
Negro who comes as a sort of emancipator of his people,
and we learn that he has settled in that hornet's nest
Chiradzulu." cheek was considered a harbinger of further
"Ethiopian" developments. The Mission Herald article was
written to disabuse the Central African Tjjnaa reporter of
such notions, accusing said writer of being perhaps a rum
dealer or trader of some sort whose interests lay in
denying Africans the Gospel with its accompanying clarity
regarding economic relations. That Chiradzulu was a
"hornet's nest" was not denied, in fact, the Mission
Herald writer predicted that
-47-
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Emma Delany stepped into this "hornet's nest" in April
1902, a year after Cheek. 39
The arrival of the first African-American woman was
not commented on publicly despite the fact that she was
immediately critical of the European-owned steamer
companies' "inhuman treatment to the natives." After a
grueling voyage, lasting from January 15 to April 1, whicn
she vowed never to do alone again, her final leg of the
trip up the Zambezi River was marked by a horrifying
event. Two native women were washing clothes in a river
when a crocodile knocked one into the river. The woman
managed to throw her child to safety before the crocodile
cut her in two, "as if you took a knife and severed the
lower part of her body from the shoulders." Surely Delany
was wondering just what she had gotten herself into but
her arrival at P.i.m. was timely and her capable
39 Ethiopianism was a form of religious Africannationalism which emerged in opposition to European rule.Blacks who insisted on establishing their own churcheswere often suspected of promoting Ethiopianism. It was akind of liberation theology in that criticisms of Europeanrule were often rationalized with scripture; George
Shepperson and Thomas Price, The Independent African
(Edinburgh, 1958), John Chilembwe's story and the arrival
of Cheek and Delany at P.I.M. are found in this book; MH
July 1901; Shepperson, Independent African
, 136 and MH
August 1901; SM, Nov. 1902.
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contribution to the mission work soon restored her faith
in her calling. 40
The p.i.m. was weak when Delany arrived. Title to
the land they were building on was in question. Famine
and disease in Mozambique had produced a migrant
population in British Central Africa which competed with
the local people for work. Chilembwe had his hands full
balancing the needs of his own people and that of the
migrants who poured in to squat on the European
Plantations in the area. The arrival of Delany and Cheek
reassured Chilembwe of the American Baptists' support of
his work and allowed him to expand the influence of the
mission. While the men took in the bulk of the
evangelical teaching and preaching Delany began to work
with the women and girls teaching both industrial arts and
academics. In doing so she responded with grace and
acumen to the vicissitudes of mission life. 41
Within a couple of months of arriving in Chiradzulu,
Delany had contracted one of the African fevers (she was
to die prematurely in 1922, at age 51, of Black Water
Fever that she had contracted in Africa). Delany's four-
year stay in Africa was punctuated by recurring fevers as
40 SM, Nov. 1902;
41 Shepperson, Independent African
, 139-140; Delany
and Chilembwe were close friends. Chilembwe named his
daughter Emma, in honor of her.
-49-
was the case with most Americans who ventured there In
JUnS 1902 ShS to the SEelffiajLj!sssgngsE on U£e at
the mission station, cheek was sick with fever and
Chilembwe was away for three weeks, she herseif was
feverish and homesick, she particularly missed the
company of "civilized women." she felt Most homesick when
she was half well for when conpletely^ ^ ^ ^
strength to cope and when overtaken by fever such
contemplation was impossible. She held Sunday services in
the absence of the men with the help of a little boy
(Daniel Malekebu) who knew as little English as she knew
Nyanga. Despite these difficulties Delany felt greatly
privileged to be working with the people. 42
Delany response to African culture was complicated
by culturally loaded definitions of terms like "civilized"
and "heathen." she had been taught, on the one hand, that
the "natives" could never be civilized until they were no
longer heathens. On the other hand, the "civilized"
Europeans treated "the natives like beasts." Furthermore,
there were "civilized heathens." Delany used this term
when comparing African dancing to American dancing:
"There are as many styles of dances as you will find among
civilized heathen at home." Delany's domestic training at
Spelman made her critical of African resistance to
Ashley, Far From Home
, 78; SM, Oct. 1902
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adopting her standards of cleanliness and dress. After
over a year of her practical advice and influence she
reported "no marked improvements in their habits of
cleanliness, neither in their huts or personal
appearance." And though they^ ^ ^ _
"little more cloth or a waist on Sunday ... [they thought]
It all right to put it on over the same dirty clothes they
have worn all week." Despite their reluctance to adopt
Western hygiene and dress most were anxious to learn to
read and write. Delany complained of being kept awake
nights while one of the converts taught his wife »'b, c,
d' by the light of the grass fire." Delany 's sense of
'
cultural superiority is apparent in her description of the
people (she refers to them as "tribes..) occupying the area
around the mission station. There were the Angonies, the
Vaos, the Mohammedans and the Angulus. The Mohammedans
had "many followers," and they, along with the Angonies
and the Yaos, were described as having a "faint idea of a
Great Spirit, " but only called on him in times of great
distress. Delany considered the Angulus the "lowest of
all," the fact that "they have souls" distinguished them
from beasts. She speculated that if there were cannibals
in Africa, "these people are closely related to them..." 3
SM, March 1903, Oct. 1903, Jan. 1903.
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in general, Delany thought of the "natives', as
"Peaceful and in their way kind." But they were great
beer drinkers and unfortunately chose Sunday as the beer
drinking day. The ate "any and everything," their staple
being corn meal supplemented by locusts, flying ants,
beans, potatoes, leaves, cassava and field rats. They did
not eat rats which lived in their homes. Delany seemed to
appreciate that distinction. Delany complained of the
available food, though she did so with a sense of humor.
The local dried beans gave her indigestion and when she
tried to grow her own fresh beans and other vegetables,
monkeys ate them, she convinced herself to try a piece of
zebra, which was considered a delicacy by the locals. She
found it tough or in her words, "no ox, however long he
has borne the yoke or carried his burden, is to be
compared with the zebra." she boiled it for hours and
then was only able to consume the gravy! Delany also had
difficulty adjusting to the work pace of African laborers.
She wrote that "they are never in a hurry; it makes you
feel like taking the work and doing it yourself." Though
resistant to working for others, the "native" Delany
reported, "is usually very industrious working in his own
garden, but that is so he will have plenty of food." And
despite the fact that part of her mission was to enlighten
Africans as to the value of their labor, Delany seemed
-52-
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Part of the problem Delany experienced was that the
workers were not accustomed to women having supervisory
power and come -expecting to have a picnic." she wryfully
concluded, "but I rather think they have changed their
minds ere this." There would be no picnic under Delany's
supervision. 44
Delany was especially concerned with the needs of
African women and girls. She taught sewing, singing, and
housekeeping, finding it difficult to teach the girls to
put a room in proper order because this domestic chore was
not a part of their traditional work which was to "make
the garden and ufa (meal) for food." she taught the boys
to cook and found them "more apt by far than the girls,"
since girls had much less "opportunity to rise above
[their] present condition." While other missions had
concentrated on training and educating boys, Delany wrote,
"my daily thoughts are, What can I do to help the women
44 SM, April 1903, Jan. 1903, April 1903
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and girls." The Baptist women back home often came to her
aid in this by sending boxes filled with clothing, toys,
books, and sewing materials. 45
Delany was critical of African men's treatment of
women. In their burial rites women were ordinarily not
allowed to look into the grave except when burying a child
under four years old. A young child "had no sense, and
for that reason the disease will be taken by those who are
about after it dies." So it was the women's job to bury
young children. It was Delany' s opinion that "according
to heathen customs the worst of everything must be put on
the women." Delany referred to the African custom of
female circumcision as "heathenism and barbarism combined"
and the three week long circumcision ceremony as a time of
"great debauchery ... [where the] so-called pleasure to
those on the outside is bought at the expense of all those
who are going through this training." Delany was able to
report in October 1904 that girls' attendance at the
mission school had increased and that they proved to be
serious and faithful students. Occasionally, Delany was
moved to protect one of "her girls" from local customs.
In one such case, Delany, sick with fever, spent eight
hours helping a woman deliver twins. The village women
had abandoned her, convinced she was dying. She was
45 SM, Jan. 1903; MH, Nov. 1903; MHWD, Feb. 1904
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having convulsions, and it was the custom to burn the arms
of a woman in that condition and leave her to die. Delany
objected "to the heartless custom, » and stayed with the
woman whose twins were eventually born dead. That the
mother survived was believed to be a miracle by the
village women and Delany. When the women insisted on the
half-dead woman burying the children as was their custom,
Delany "would not hear to such a thing" and convinced one
of the others to do the deed. She attributed their
"heartlessness" to not knowing Christ rather than to any
inherent failing. 46
Delany carried out her mission under exhausting and
dangerous circumstances. Getting to Blanytyre reguired a
boat trip up the Zambesi River. While on board she
reported being impressed by the intense heat which for two
days had hovered at 125 degrees between 9 AM and 2 PM.
She worried about contracting malaria, imagining she could
"almost see [it] in the air." The rainy season ran from
November to February, and Delany was right to be concerned
as it brought the inevitable panoply of deadly African
fevers with it. Lice plagued Delany making her feel like
"getting on the steamer and leaving the country." She
also had to contend with poisonous snakes and marauding
lions and leopards. She lived in a two-room mud house
46 SM, Oct. 1903, Jan. 1904, Oct. 1904
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where she claimed "the smoke comes down the chimney and
the heat goes up." its entryway was not barred by a door
so when a lion or leopard was in the area she had a ladder
put near the house since she planned to seek shelter on
the roof should a big cat visit her hut. She had reason
to be frightened as a man and a child were killed by a
lion on the trail connecting the mission station and
Blanytyre. After being in Africa a year she wrote that
she had "learned no to lose sleep over these things."
Despite these difficulties Delany was impressed by the
physical beauty of the area. The mission site was
surrounded by mountains and despite being only 16 degrees
from the equator she could stand in the doorway of her hut
and see the snow of Chiradzulo Mountain. 47
Delany 's training as a nurse was not wasted. She
ministered to the physical needs of those around her. The
Africans in the area came to her for treatment of terrible
wounds. Delany suggested that they were caused by "bites,
either from each other or from insects, but the majority
are burns." Evidently , since the people had no blankets
and little cloth for clothing, they were compelled to
sleep close to fires to keep warm and were often burned.
Her description of the wounds are horrible:
You never want to keep on the dress you wear when
dressing these wounds . . . for you never saw such
47 SM, Nov. 1902, Oct. 1902, April 1903, Dec. 1904
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looking or smelling wounds in your life ... you have noidea how many are burnt to death and what terribleburns the grown people get. I should think as soon asthe fire touched them they would wake up, but not so;they seem to sleep on and are actually roasted, and allthat cooked flesh must be cut away, for it is likedecayed flesh. Hence the smell.
Yet she reports that none that came to her for treatment
lost a "limb or a joint." She had "no hope for two or
three of them recovering," and called their recovery a
miracle. 48
Both life and death required Delany's attention in
the mission field. The case of the African woman who
nearly died delivering twins has been discussed. She also
attended the delivery of Cheek's wife, Rachael,
Chilembwe's niece. Rachael gave birth to a girl on
September 21, 1903, which only survived two weeks.
Chilembwe was away at the time. Cheek reported that
"Delany did all she could in this matter to help us."
Within a week of the baby's death Delany received news of
her father's death. This news came at a bad time.
Weakened by the difficulty of operating the station with
Chilembwe away and Cheek preoccupied with his wife's
pregnancy and subsequent loss of the child, Delany
reported feeling "keenly the strain of the work." Since
her father had been opposed to her going to Africa, she
was greatly upset at not being at his death bed. Her
SM . May 1905
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faith was shaken, though she recited all the comforting
verses: "God's ways are not always our ways, all things
work together for good." she took the loss of her father
as God's way of disciplining her:
Yet he has blessed me all my life with a great manymore blessings than I deserved and now he wishes totake them away. I will try to bow in humble submissionand believe that he does all things well although Icannot see it . . . Perhaps God saw his gentle
disciplines did not have the desired effect on me, sohe chooses the heavier one. One thing I feel to be
sure, that is, the Father must love me very dearly, forhe as indeed chastened me.
Delany requested that the FMB send her next stipend of $3 0
to her mother so that her sister would not have to bear
all the expenses of her father's passing. 49
Relatively few Africans converted to Christianity. It
had little to offer Africans who generally resisted
notions of individual guilt and sin. African societies
had long depended on rituals to relieve themselves of
guilt. Africans were far more likely to feel shame
associated with being out of sync with or letting down the
community. Delany' s experience lends credence to the
tenacity of communalism. In her evangelical work she
found that the people "do not like to have you speak to
them individually, but as a whole." They often said, "We
9 MH, NOV. 1903, Oct. 1904.
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will be together if we are lost" and found comfort in this
thought. 50
By the turn of the century Christianity was being
referred to as the white man's religion and associated
with social and political injustice and economic plunder.
Lewis Jordan commented on this during his visit to South
Africa. He criticized white missionaries for their
mistreatment of South African blacks, explaining that this
was precisely why the "natives" regarded "religion as a
white man's commodity and not of use to an African." But
conversion did occur for a variety of reasons. Many no
doubt had genuine spiritual revelations, sometimes but not
always accompanied by social, cultural or political
motivations to convert. Mission stations often attracted
the dispossessed of the society. The disruptions of
famine and war often produced "converts," people who
sought refuge with missionaries who could offer them land
and physical security. Eventually, as colonial
bureaucracies became entrenched, Africans recognized the
advantages of literacy and often sent their children to
mission schools to learn to read and write. Delany
reported sixteen conversions for the year 1904. Though
50 For a discussion of the distinctions between
shame and guilt and the barriers and incentives to
conversion see "Africans and the Christian Campaign in
Southern Africa" by Richard Elphick in The Frontier in
History , eds. Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1981); SM, Oct. 1903:
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these numbers seemed small to her she was heartened by the
Christians' strong commitment to "stand ... for the right
against the wrong." she was also proud of the neat mud
houses built by the mission boys and their increasing
desire for chairs, tables, and even beds. The girls too
were assimilating into western social habits. They
demanded pictures for their walls and flowers for their
tables so "they will look like the mzunau (white people's
houses)." Delany was further edified by the "natives'"
response to her Christmas activities. Her Christmas tree
decorated with fruit and bags of goodies sent by the
Baptist women was well received by the people despite
competition from a local witchdoctor who was calling for
attendance at a poison ordeal. Along with gift giving the
festivities included singing, playing, personal
testimonies and exhortation. 51
While in Nysasaland Delany became "mother" to two
children, Daniel and Ruth Malekebu. These children chose
to adopt Christianity and be baptized despite strenuous
efforts by their families to prevent them. They were less
concerned about losing the boy to the foreign religion,
though they wanted him to at least undergo the traditional
ritual of circumcision before participating in the
Christian ritual of baptism. Daniel refused, saying that
MH, May 1904; SM, Dec. 1904; MH, March 1905.
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circumcision had no meaning for him. As for his sister,
Delany reported that "it was, indeed, the effort of my
life to get her." Her parents were pressed for money
because the father was sick and could not work. They
needed money for taxes so allowed Ruth to live at the
mission station. It is not clear whether Ruth was paid to
work. If she was paid it would have been very little, for
the Providence Industrial Mission was very poor. The
children's family provided food for them because the
mission couldn't afford to feed them. The parents opposed
Ruth's conversion for two reasons, she had not yet been
initiated in their rites (circumcision) , and she was
promised as a wife to the headman, who was fifty years old
and had eight wives. Despite threats and pleas from their
family, both children were baptized, whereupon their
family ceased to support them with food. They were forced
to scrounge from the forest living on leaves, locusts, and
rats as the mission had nothing to offer them. Delany had
few resources with which to help them. She managed on
occasion to give them a little salt which could be
exchanged for corn meal. The children were not
discouraged by their lack of food. Delany listened to
them "asking God to bless this food, as they sat over two
or three rats." When their parents realized the
-61-
determination of the children they relented and once again
provided food for them. 52
Delany's endurance regarding the limited resources of
the station was pushed to the limit when she was forced to
leave "her children behind" upon returning to the
"States." When telling the stories of Daniel and Ruth
Delany angrily denounced the Christian women of America
for not being more generous in their contributions for the
work in Africa. There was barely enough money for her own
fare home, and because no one on the station had the
resources to care for Ruth she was forced to return to her
village. Delany wrote:
that if Ruth does not grow up to be a great and useful
woman in bringing her heathen sisters to Christ and a
better way of living, I believe God will hold the
Christian women of America responsible for it. 53
Daniel desperately wanted to accompany "Mama" Delany
to the States. He tried growing cotton to raise the fare
but made too little. His parents were vehemently opposed
to his going to America and had him guarded for three days
after Delany's departure so he wouldn't try to follow her.
Even the British government had an opinion as Malekebu
reported that when they heard that Delany wanted to take
Daniel to America they said, "we do not want the Africans
52 SM, March 1906.
53 SM, Mar. 1906; I have found no record of Ruth's
life after Delany left Africa.
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to go to America." But Malekebu was not easily dissuaded.
Bolstered by an unyielding faith that God was with him, he
followed Delany to the United States. He walked two-
hundred miles through lion and leopard infested forests,
climbing trees at night to sleep. Upon reaching the
Portuguese port of Biera, East Africa he persuaded a
steamer captain to let him work for passage to England.
In England he somehow connected up with a man who knew
Delany; he had transported some things for her. This man,
Allen, situated Malekebu on a ship bound for New York
City. He spent five days on Ellis Island and was two days
from being returned to Africa when he was able to convince
the officials to send a telegram to Mother Delany. The
FMB got the message and sent someone to pick Malekebu up
in New York and put him on a train to Ohio where Delany
was attending a convention. Of course Delany was thrilled
to see him and promptly enrolled him in the National
Training School of Selma University in Selma, Alabama.
Malekebu eventually became a medical doctor and returned
to Nyasaland with his wife Flora Zeto (the "Spelman baby"
brought to the U.S. from the Congo by Clara Howard) to
rebuild the mission that had been destroyed in the 1915
uprising led by John Chilembwe. 54
SM, March 1906; Ashley, Far From Home , 12, 22-24
CHAPTER VI
RESPONSE TO COLONIAL MISRULE
During Delany's tenure in Nyasaland, 1902-1906,
conditions in the Congo continued to deteriorate. Delany
maintained a keen interest in Congo affairs as a number of
her Spelman associates, Maggie Ratray, Lena Clark, and
Nora Gordan, were stationed there. She also knew Africans
from the area around Blantyre who traveled to the Congo to
work for a year or two at a time. Though Delany doesn't
discuss the Congo in any of her public correspondence, she
was most likely concerned about her colleagues and
critical of the exploitation of African laborers, some of
whom were converts from her mission station. The African-
American community was in the forefront of denouncing
Leopold's rule in the Congo and the FMB had been
denouncing Belgian atrocities since 1900. 55
George Washington Williams, an African-American was
one of the first Americans to criticize Leopold II of
Belgium for his mistreatment of the Congolese people.
Sent to the Congo in 1889 by American businessman and
entrepreneur Collis P. Huntington, he was responsible for
surveying the area to determine the possibilities of
building a railroad. Williams was so appalled by Belgian
55 MH , Apr . 1905
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officials' exploitation of the people that he wrote an
open letter to King Leopold denouncing his misrule. His
letter was virtually ignored at the time, for no one in
power who knew of conditions in the Congo was willing to
risk their career by criticizing Leopold. But by the turn
of the century, public outrage against conditions in the
Congo grew and Williams' letter became a well known
document. The Congo Reform Association was formed in 1904
from which was launched a crusade against Congo
misrule. 56
As early as 1900 the Mission Herald printed excerpts
from the agreement reached at the 1894-95 Berlin
Conference regarding European responsibilities in the
Congo. It was agreed that all powers exercising
sovereignty in the area were "to watch over the
preservation of the native races and the amelioration of
the moral and material conditions of their existence, and
to cooperate in the suppression of slavery." They were
also required to educate the people and support missionary
activities. In April 1901 the Woman's Department of the
Mission Herald ran a story depicting the savage violence
being visited upon the Congolese people by agents of the
Congo Free State. It denounced the cutting off of hands
56 John Hope Franklin, George Washington Williams, a
Biography (Chicago and London: University of Chicago
Press, 1985) Chapter IV.
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and sometimes feet, a widely practiced punishment
inflicted on Congolese who did not fulfill quotas in
rubber collecting. 57
By 1904, when world opinion was turning against
Leopold, the Mission Herald devoted many pages to
descriptions of the Congo tragedy. in April of 1904 the
Foreign Missionary Societies of the United States met in
Washington, D.C. to draw up a "memorial" regarding the
Independent State of the Congo. The memorial was
presented by Senator Morgan to the U.S. Senate. It asked
consideration for the 20,000,000 people, who are being
ruthlessly exploited by the Congo State Government
through its various monopolies, but concerns indirectly
the future of all the native peoples of Western Africa.
The memorial charged the Congo government with having
"reduced the population to conditions of serfs — virtual
slavery." In addition to updated reports on atrocities
and repression of missionary activity in the Congo the
Mission Herald editorialized about the situation. In one
editorial in 1905 that called for prayer for political
action by the U.S. Congress the author reminded the
readers that the Congolese were
Black, yes; but these people have souls and Jesus loves
them as tenderly and passionately as he loves the
proudest blue-eyed Anglo-Saxon, made in the same image,
bought by the same blood, and must appear at the same
MH, September 1900; MHWD , April 1901.
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judgement bar and enjoy the same heaven or writhe inthe same wrath of hell. 56
l
Delany operated in an atmosphere fraught with
political, social, and economic conflicts. Her mission to
convince Africans to break from their religion and culture
and adopt Christianity contained conflicting and often
unforeseeable consequences. The "civilizing mission" is
often inextricable from the "colonial mission." But
sometimes the "civilizing mission" actually disrupts
colonial rule. In Revival and Rebellion in Colonial
Central Africa Karen Fields presents a well crafted
analysis of the relationship between Malawians and their
British colonizers informed by the ambiguities of the
missionary influence. She looks at the ways in which the
British misunderstand and underestimate the local
cultural, social, and political mores and institutions in
their efforts to establish indirect rule. Fields debunks
old notions of indirect rule which claim that power was
transferred from the colonizers to select African leaders
She
that the colonizers tapped it. "Indirect rule was a way
of making the colonial state a consumer of power generated
within the customary order." It is within this framework
tsfer der:
suggests instead that power rested in the people and
56 MH, Dec. 1904, April 1905.
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that the exigencies of cultural resistance are best
illuminated. 57
Fields' articulation of the relationship between
would-be rulers and ruled is informed by a theory of
cultural agency. Indirect rule was contingent upon "black
rulers ability to command." Their ability to command was
tied inextricably to culture, in this case defined as the
myriad of social acts that result in predictable
consequences. Fields ties culture to command explicitly
by stating, "Human beings daily recreate their interest in
a given order simply by pursuing practical goals under
known conditions." African rulers' power rested in their
traditional positions as overseers of daily routines such
as tax collections, settling of disputes and inheritances,
and religious ceremonies. The British believed they could
successfully use the "politics of custom" to "distribute
political power upward." In this assessment they greatly
underestimated the tendency of the people to defend and




The political logic of African collaboration inferred
cultural cohesion and stability within the collaborator's
domain. Paradoxically, for the British, the "civilizing
57 Karen Fields, Revival and Rebellion in Colonial
Central Africa (Princeton, 1985) 31.
58 Ibid., 59-60.
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mission" tended to disrupt the traditional order of things
making indirect rule untenable. A particularly
unpredictable element of the civilizing mission resided in
the missionary agenda. Although missionary activity
tended to legitimize colonial authority, wherever it
disrupted local traditions it undermined indirect rule.
The cultural accouterments of Christian conversion
displaced traditional customs. Customary rulers, while
politically important to the British precisely because of
their traditional authority, were viewed by missionaries
as roadblocks to the civilizing mission for precisely the
same reason. Most missionaries preferred Christian
disorder to non-Christian order, thus they operated in
opposition to indirect rule, though not necessarily for
radical reasons. The missionary endeavor violated and
disrupted the customary ruler's role as mouthpiece of his
people. British control of such a leader amounted to
controlling nothing. Thus the colonial regime often found
itself in opposition to the church. The politics of labor
were especially contested. "Christian" notions of
individualism and owning ones own labor conflicted with
British reliance on chiefs' traditional prerogatives of
appropriating unpaid tributary
labor. 59
59 Ibid. , 41-42, 68.
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CHAPTER VII
THE SOCIAL GOSPEL OF THE FMB
^nH^Ti
11 ^ w°me t0 thiS Sarth Until ' ' ' black ™ena d white men who preach the doctrine of the
brotherhood of man and the fatherhood of God believe sosupremely in that gospel that one shall not deny theother inalienable and sacred rights.
Delany and her associates at the FMB recognized that
Europeans were threatened by the gospel of Christ because
its message of spiritual equality implied social,
political, and economic equality. The missionaries sent by
the FMB of the NBC were considered disruptive influences
by the British colonial government. Charges of
Ethiopianism were rampant in the British colonies by this
time and African-American missionaries were viewed with
great suspicion. The reason Lewis Jordan traveled to
Africa in 1904 was to convince the South African
authorities that FMB missionaries operating there were not
a threat to "native relations." Black American
missionaries spoke a language of resistance, albeit
couched in Biblical expression and democratic dialogue,
which might be construed as nonthreatening to the agenda
of the British, but often was not. African-Americans
carried with them to Africa a historically well-honed
political agenda carefully enmeshed in Christian and
democratic ideology. It was an agenda of uplift and
equality. They recognized that "the long wronged
continent" needed to be reassured that "all men are
created free and equal and that of one blood God hath made
all nations." with that reassurance Africa could assume
its proper place among nations. it was a message of
racial equality first and foremost. And from this
platform Delany, Cheek, Jordan and Chilembwe criticized
mistreatment and exploitation of Africans by Europeans. 60
Reference has been made to Delany' s disapproval of
the British mistreatment of Africans. She felt the
"natives" were treated like beasts and complained of the
inhuman treatment they endured as employees of the steamer
companies. Cheek wrote a letter to an Austin, Texas
newspaper which was openly critical of European taxation
and labor laws, especially in that Africans got nothing in
return for their taxes and hard work. He complained that
British Central Africa, "with its seven millions, most of
whom are tax-payers, has not a single school for her dusky
subjects." When John Chilembwe prayed "that these poor
down trodden natives, my brethren, might speedily enjoy
the privileges of true and real Christian civilization,"
he was calling for political representation and economic
parity. In a letter published in the MH, he wrote with a
"troubled heart" of the deaths of "our pupils," who had
60 Journal of the Twenty-Fourth Annual Session of the
National Baptist Convention , Sep. 14-19, 1904 (Nashville,
Tenn.), 363; MH, Sep. 1901.
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been "enlisted to serve in the regiment for the British
fringe," he was protesting forced conscription. He
appealed to the hearts of his readers by describing the
weeping mothers and fathers of these boys. He sought
political sympathy as he tied weeping for the dead boys
with "wars and taxation without representation." Then
came the inevitable conflation of the political and
spiritual as this terrible event is described as "God's
preparation for an ingathering of souls for His harvest in
Africa." For Chilembwe the "extension of Christianity"
implied liberation, both spiritual and political. 61
Lewis Jordan, head of the FMB, travelled to South
Africa in March 1904 to "try to relieve our brethren there
of their entanglement with the Colonial Government." This
"entanglement" revolved around British repression of black
preachers' operation without white supervision. Jordan was
highly critical of "native" mistreatment and like
Chilembwe used the language of the church to condemn such
treatment. He described the "native locations" as "God-
forsaken dens ... [where] the natives are herded
indiscriminately." When he was criticized by the South
African press for telling blacks that "they are made by
the same God and of the same material as the white man" he
responded with dark irony that "this seems to be the crime
SM, March 1903, Nov. 1902; MH, Nov. 1903.
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of crimes here." He blamed the "many supposed Christians"
for the terrible conditions in which the people lived.
Because of this oppression by whites, "thousands of
[Africans] hate the white man, reject his religion, and
only serve him from actual fear. Jordan exhorted all
missionaries in South Africa to look upon the Africans as
their equals, to go with "love and respect for the
natives." Jordan often used the biblical story of Joseph
to explain his position toward his African brethren. As
"Joseph did not rest till he had everyone of his kindred
living in the land of plenty with himself," likewise,
Jordan saw his mission as more than a spiritual one. He
wrote: "we should not rest until the last son of Africa
has been brought into the land of light and salvation with
us." For Jordan the "land of light and salvation" was
also a land of equal opportunity. 62
FMB workers were outspoken in their disaproval of
exploitive labor policies. Cheek was critical of labor
policy when he disdainfully rejected the legitimacy of
forcing Africans to carry paperwork proving that they had
"done a month's work." Though not openly critical
Chilembwe reminded American Baptists in a letter to the
Mission Herald that people in Nyasaland were working for
seventy-two cents a month. He tells of one African, from
62 MH, June 1904, July 1904.
Nyasaland, who worked in the Congo Free State for two
years to earn enough to send two boys to school at thirty
dollars per year. It is evident that the cost of
education was beyond the reach of all but the most
industrious Africans. For Chilembwe, to be denied




Jordan also considered European labor policy
detrimental to African spiritual and physical well being.
In January 1904 the FMB agreed to condemn labor
deportation to South Africa.
The following resolution was unanimously decided to be
recorded in our minutes: "We deeply regret the action
taken by [the government] in permitting 1000 natives to
be recruited in this country for work in the mines of
South Africa, and we view with great concern the
probability of B.C. A. (British Central Africa) being
thrown open as a receiving ground for the agent of the
South African mines, In our opinion results would be
disastrous to natives, both morily [sic] and
physically!
Six months later the Mission Herald printed excerpts from
a speech made by a Major Seely to the British Parliament
in which Seely discussed the cruel and improper treatment
of natives on the Witwatersrand mines. He spoke of
workers being cheated out of their proper wages, forced to
work on Sunday, and beaten by European overseers. He
reported high mortality rates and condemned the
insufficient sleeping space. Jordan supplemented this
MHWD , April 1902; MH, April 1905.
report by reminding readers of the need for the Gospel in
Africa. Their criticisms did not go unheeded by colonial
authorities who responded with repressive attempts to
restrict the movements and activities of black religious
leaders. In this way they could stem the formation of
black institutions. 64
While Jordan was in South Africa in 1904, he attended
a meeting of the South Africa Baptist Association. The
meeting discussed building a high school for blacks in
South Africa and some of the obstacles accompanying such a
project. In response to this discussion Jordan
editorialized:
It is estimated that there are ten million natives and
one million whites south of the Zambesi and yet these
one million whites are as oppressive as was Pharaoh.
Surely God is interested in Africa. Surely He does not
intend intruders to oppress, enslave, and keep her
children in chains.
Jordan believed that "prejudice against the natives and
indeed against the Negro" was responsible for the abysmal
educational opportunities for blacks in South Africa. The
European "intruders" were not interested in black uplift
but only in exploiting them and keeping them in darkness.
He accused the Europeans of preaching the "Gospel of
inferiority" which "buried hope and faith . . . beneath the
miasma of doubt and despair." 65
64 MH, Jan. 1904, June 1904
65 MH, June 1904.
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When Cheek first arrived in Africa he wrote the
Mission Herald about the prejudice there. He reported
that the prejudice in B.C. A. was as strong or stronger
than that which he experienced in Capetown or Durban. He
was led by his treatment not to "[bother] the whites for
anything." Two years later Cheek described the prejudice
against him as multifaceted coming from "the government
(English), heathenish kings, and even white missionaries."
White Baptists were in fact "prejudiced" (racist is a
better term) against black missionaries. African
evangelists were required to carry passes, as were other
blacks in South Africa, and the government would sometimes
revoke these passes. According to a letter written to the
Mission Herald by R. A. Jackson, these revocations were
prompted by White Baptist "jealousy" of black preachers
and churches. He accused white ministers of "[combining]
against the church of the black men of whatever
denomination." This was all part of a larger campaign by
colonial governments, especially in Southern African, to
contain the black religious movement or what the
government called "Ethiopianism. " Africans were pressured
to put white pastors at the head of churches established
by blacks. Even if blacks would agree to this on a
political level they could not afford to pay a white
minister's salary. Jordan defined this "problem" as the
colonial government "preventing moral improvement through
missions." He called upon American citizens whose
capital, he pointed out, was involved in this
"prohibition," to protest. Though he recognized that the
United States government couldn't meddle in Britain's
affairs, he felt it could at least reguest that the
British government "stand by its promise of egual
treatment of its citizens." 66
The appearance of the "ethiopian movement" caused all
black preachers to be suspect in white eyes. According to
Jordan, the South African government "eyed with suspicion
the coming of any American man of color . . . that there was
prejudice against anything that looked like black men
leading black men without a white man to hear all and give
orders." Such prejudice was claimed to have crippled to
work of Christ in Africa. The white preachers resented
black missionary activity because black followers left
white churches to join black led churches. White pastors
were complicit in pressuring the South African government
to deny blacks the right to lead churches. Sometimes
efforts were made to make these defections look like part
of a native uprising against whites. Eventually a law was
passed: "No black man shall teach or preach among natives
unless there is a white man over him." Jordan disavowed
the existence of such a movement, seeing no germs of
66 MH, July 1901, Sep. 1903; MH, Nov. 1904, June 1905
rebellion in black religious uplift. He explained instead
that "the truth of the matter seemed to us that the Gospel
of Moffat and other pioneers was bearing fruit in the
awakening of the people." This statement implied that
white evangelists couldn't have it both ways. if they
preached the gospel they must be prepared to deal with its
consequences. Those consequences were spiritual and
political enlightenment. 67
When his business was completed in South Africa,
Jordan visited the mission station in Nyasaland. He most
likely informed Delany, Cheek, and Chilembwe of the
political situation in So. Africa, for their own safety
and work depended on their understanding the state of race
relations. Delany was to find out that Jordan was only
marginally successful in convincing the So. African
authorities of the FMB's political neutrality. 68
In April 1905, Delany decided to return home for a
temporary visit, to rest, visit friends and family, and to
raise funds for the mission. She was worn out from the
recurring fevers. She waited anxiously for the funds
needed to start her voyage home. By July she was enroute
to the US by way of London where she was to attend a
reception being given in her honor, organized by her
67 MH, July 1904, Nov. 1905.
68
MIL. Apr. 1904.
friend and colleague, Nannie Burroughs. Before leaving
Africa
,
she was detained by authorities in Natal. She was
held prisoner on board her ship for five days. Jordan
invoked the politics of respectability when he accused US
officials in Natal of being complicit in the plan to
"humiliate an American woman, traveling alone." Jordan
reported the incident to the American Secretary of State,
pointing out that Delany was not an immigrant but a "first
class passenger." When Delany tried to return to the
British Protectorate of Nyasaland to continue her work,
she was refused
admission. 69




A praxis of resistance was embedded in the life of
the black community. In Delany's world, every act took
place on political terrain. Seemingly simple, everyday
decisions, like choosing how to dress, could embody
militancy. If one uses Linda G. Ford's definition of
militancy: "aggressive defiance... resistance to
authority... spurning of the usual social rules of
behavior;" Delany was militant. She was a person "willing
to engage in 'strife,' for a set of beliefs." She defied
and resisted authority. 70
Delany was militant in her resistance to the dominant
culture's attempt to define her in racist, sexist, and
classist terms. As a black woman, she defied stereotyping
by remaining unmarried, by becoming educated, and by being
politically active. She was radicalized by a number of
experiences and associations: coming of age as segregation
matured into a brutal system of racial exploitation; being
raised in a well educated, politically conscious family;
receiving an education at Spelman and affiliating with
Spelman educated missionaries to the Congo; being a member
70 Linda G. Ford, Iron Jawed Angels: The Suffrage
Militancy of the National Woman's Party. 1912-1920
(University Press of America, 1991), 6,7.
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of the community of black Baptist women with their
feminist theology; and associating with the progressive
FMB, a proponent of women's rights and believer in women's
political acumen.
The language of uplift was militant when it
consciously conflated the spiritual with the political.
The implications of exhortations to spiritual eguality
were revolutionary for they threatened to overturn the
racial order established by the dominant cultures in both
the US and Africa. In 1905, Booker T. Washington addressed
a mass meeting of missionaries in Chicago. He referred to
the colonial powers in Africa as a "fortune seeking,
Christless host, whose very soul thirsts for the blood of
the African." He reminded his audience that there was one
hope for Africa— "the American Negro." Delany believed
this. 71
71 MH, Nov. 1905.
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